Electron microscopy of the intestine and rectum in acquired immunodeficiency syndrome.
To provide a better understanding of the morphologic changes that take place in the intestine and colon in acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS), electron microscopy was performed on intestinal or colonic biopsy specimens obtained from 6 patients with AIDS and from 2 patients with AIDS-related lymphadenopathy syndrome. Cryptosporidia were attached to the plasma membrane of epithelial cells in 2 patients and were noninvasive. An invasive protozoan organism identified as Microsporidia was found in 1 patient. Evidence for epithelial cell injury was limited. Unusually prominent secretory granules in colonic epithelial cells (a morphologic counterpart of secretion) was found in 2 patients. Tubuloreticular structures were observed in 7 patients. The structures were found in endothelial cells, lymphocytes, monocytes, intraepithelial lymphocytes, and free in the capillary lumen. Tube- and ring-shaped forms were observed in 2 patients, prominent intraepithelial mast cells in 4 patients, rectal spirochetosis in 1 patient, and pseudomembranous colitis in 1 patient with intestinal and systemic shigellosis. Vesicular rosettes, retroviruses, other viruses, and Mycobacterium avium-intracellulare were not observed. These observations expand our knowledge of morphologic changes in the colonic and intestinal mucosa in patients with AIDS. Tubuloreticular structures are so prominent, in contrast to our previous electron-microscopic observations in other disease and normal states of the intestine and colon, that their finding (though clearly nonspecific) may be a clue to the diagnosis of AIDS in an otherwise equivocal situation.